Introduction
As Shakespeare's Henry IV put it: 'Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown' (Henry IV, Part 2, Act 3, Scene I, Pages 26-31). This adage is so because a leader faces bewildering choices and an array of possibilities that make decision-making difficult. On the one hand, the leader is circumscribed by tradition. Yet to go forward he must embrace modernity. There might be a course of action that has enjoyed historical legitimacy, but it is either inapplicable in the present era or a newer and clearer vision reveals it to be prejudiced, discriminatory and unjust to various sections of people who were excluded from it. He faces the challenge of inspiring communities different from his own, communities whose aims and precepts differ divergently. He must function in a world that changes dramatically every year, with new technological innovations that transform lives and, in doing so, generate social changes of their own.
At such times it seems easy to shelter oneself in ancient commandments and to avoid the uncertainty of change. From America to Asia leaders hark back to a golden past and urge their constituents to emulate historical practices, while demonising new practices and those that practise them.
Yet the application of medieval precepts meant for a largely illiterate populace and contextualised in a pre-modern situation cannot offer a solution to the increasing changes in our lives. On the other hand, a complete embrace of the present without understanding its implications can equally lead to misery. This is a delicate balancing act that can strain even the wisest. There are hardly any precedents, and leaders must begin what seems an adventure in morality.
The Hindu worldview offers a unique perspective and guidance to leaders embarking on a journey of moral exploration. Hinduism is extremely different from the monotheistic religions since it does not have a unified scripture or prophets proclaiming the truth as exclusively revealed to them. It defines rightful conduct in an extremely complex manner, keeping in mind that there can be a multiplicity of situations and a diversity of lifestyles. It provides a framework for understanding one's moral context and enables a person to determine the likely course of action that may be pursued.
Helping to clarify this understanding are the two great Epics-the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Ostensibly the two epics are heroic tales with the Ramayana concentrating on the exploits of Prince Rama while the Mahabharata is a composite book that is centred on the travails of the Pandava brothers who fight a great war against their cousins. While the battles fought by them may seem on the surface like other heroic narratives, it is the issues that they faced in their lives as well as the way they intervened in the lives of others that hold significance for those who hold the epics in reverence.
The epics serve to clarify the elusive nature of Dharma, or right conduct. Right conduct is very much an individual action based on exigencies of situation, the betterment of the community and appropriateness of context. It is intensely individual so that the Dharma of one person may be different from that of his neighbour. The stories described in the epics serve as vital instruments of reflection and inner guidance as the reader examines the conflicts and final decisions of the characters as portrayed. The Ramayana and the Mahabharata are to Indian civilisation and Hindu culture what the Iliad and Odyssey are for Western civilisation. The two epics have influenced life, politics, society and culture, not just in India but across south-east Asia where Indian culture spread in the historical past.
The roots of Dharma
Hinduism sets forth four goals of life known as Purusharthas, which are essential to attaining perfection. The four goals are: Dharma or an ethically sound life; Artha or material prosperity; Kama or aesthetically beautiful expression of desires and natural instincts; and Moksha
